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Testing that counts: 
Contesting national literacy assessment policy in complex schooling settings 
 
What we choose to count, what we choose not to count, who does the counting, and 
the categories and values we choose to apply when counting are matters that matter 
(Sætnan, Lomell & Hammer, 2011, p. 1).   
 
Abstract: This paper explores how the national testing regime in Australia, the 
National Assessment Program for Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN), has  influenced how 
teachers understand their work and learning, particularly as this relates to the literacy 
practices most valued under these circumstances.  Drawing upon an emerging literature on 
the sociology of numbers and statistics, and literature on the nature of quality and 
purposeful teaching practices, including in settings with significant proportions of ESL 
students, the paper describes how teachers’ understandings of their practice in one 
rural/remote school serving a low SES, predominantly Indigenous community in northern 
Queensland reflect the co-constructed nature of statistics and students’ learning, as well as 
efforts to try to be more responsive to these students as predominantly additional language 
learners.  The paper reveals that this is not a straight-forward process, but involves tensions 
between what Sætnan, Lomell and Hammer (2011) describe as various ‘centripetal forces’ 
which trend towards standaridization of learning, and ‘centrifugal forces’ which challenge 
this standardization by valuing local context, knowledge and traditions.  Furthermore, how 
these tensions actually play out also reveals a nuanced understanding of the nature, benefits 
and problems of such testing, English language learning in Indigenous settings more 
generally, and evidence of student and teacher learning beyond testing per se.  Such 
considered, situated knowledge and understandings are silenced in much of the current 





This paper draws upon empirical research into teachers’ learning in one school site in a 
remote, predominantly Indigenous community in north Queensland to reveal the nature 
and effects of national testing upon the literacy practices most valued under current policy 
conditions in Australia.  Such a site represents an important locus of interest because it does 
not readily conform to the dominant-cultural settings assumed by large-scale standardized 
testing regimes.  Consequently, how national testing practices play out in such specific, 
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complex sites is important for understanding the intricate realities of national policy-in-
practice.  After all, the specificity of the site is the ontological given for all who live and work 
in specific schools and communities; actual practices are always lived out in specific sites, 
according to what Schatzki (2002, 2005, 2006) describes as ‘site ontologies.’   
 
In contrast, national testing constitutes part of a broader trend towards increasing 
centralization of educational provision in Australia, a process which necessarily abstracts 
from, and marginalizes, the specific.  This increasing centralization is evident in relation to: 
the curriculum, through the roll-out of the Australian Curriculum since 2012; teaching, with 
the establishment of National Professional Standards for Teachers in 2011, and; assessment, 
via the National Assessment Program in Literacy and Numeracy, undertaken since 2008.  It 
is the effects of this third domain of national policy-making which is the particular focus of 
this paper. 
 
While there is some attention to policy-making which frames educational provision as the 
object of national governments under globalised policy conditions (e.g. Rizvi & Lingard, 
2010), how such a stance actually plays out in schools, particularly schools which don’t fit 
neatly within dominant conceptions of educational practice, is an area for continued 
intervention and inquiry.  More broadly, Braun, Ball, Maguire and Hoskins (2011) argue 
there is a need for increased attention to schooling contexts in research into policy effects 
more generally.  In the English setting, this includes schooling contexts influenced by what 
Braun et al. (2011)  refer to as various ‘external’ policy foci, such as those associated with 
pressure to improve test results.  In related work, Ball, Maguire, Braun and Hoskins (2011a) 
reveal how quantitative measures of assessment were construed as tools to encourage 
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competitiveness between schools in England and to incite concerns about performance, 
rather than being focused upon students’ learning; however, this is also only part of the 
picture, and teachers also take more active positions and stances in relation to the policies 
which impact upon them (Ball, Maguire Braun and Hoskins, 2011b).  Perhaps reflecting the 
particularly high-stakes nature of standardized testing in the US, various studies of the 
influence of standardized testing seem more pessimistic, revealing how such testing limits 
and inhibits pedagogical practices (Taubman, 2009) and support for alternative and multiple 
assessment practices, particularly for high-stakes purposes (Hursh, 2008).  However, there is 
relatively little research as yet in Australia which reveals how recent nationalizing, 
standardized approaches, under global policy conditions, have played out in practice in this 
country, especially in sites characterized by complex needs.  Nor is there much research 
which explores the nuanced expression of these influences.  This paper seeks to reveal some 
of the complexity which surrounds national testing policy, particularly as this plays out for 
literacy education in one such site.  Firstly, the paper draws upon broadly sociological 
literature to describe the nature, value and place of statistics, as well as relevant literacy 
research to help inform the nature of testing practices in a remote, ‘atypical’ school setting.  
The policy context is then delineated, followed by the nature of the school site, methods 
employed, key findings relating to the nature of teachers’ engagement with NAPLAN data 
and related data, and subsequent analysis in light of this literature.  The paper concludes 
with implications of the focus upon national standardized testing, particularly for the 
literacy practices of ESL/English as an Additional Language/Dialect students, and schooling 
settings which cater for these students more generally.  
 
The nature, value and place of statistics  
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To explore how national testing policy influences teachers and teaching practices, the paper 
focuses upon the meanings given to the data – the numbers – which emerge from such 
testing practices, and which provide a broad pattern of statistics to conceptualise and guide 
current and future practices.  The paper is premised on Sætnan, Lomell and Hammer’s 
(2011) argument that ‘society and the statistics that measure and describe it are mutually 
constructed’ (p. 1; emphasis original).  Statistics are important as policy instruments, because 
‘to count something or someone is to make it/them count in the policy sphere, and by corollary, only 
that/those which already count tend to get counted’ (Sætnan, Lomell and Hammer, 2011, p. 
2; emphasis original).  Specific practices and ‘objects’ of interest are distinguished through 
the counting process – identifiable as worthy of specific attention and focus.  Drawing upon 
Oudshoorn and Pinch (2003), Sætnan, Lomell and Hammer (2011) refer to a process of 
‘mutual (or co-) construction’ to refer to the way in which the state recognizes particular 
groups and individuals through the process of counting them or their practices, and that this 
very process of identification helps to constitute the state itself.   
 
Consequently, statistics are not objective accounts of society which simply categorise and 
classify social processes ‘as they are.’  By counting and measuring a particular phenomenon, 
those involved actually influence, alter, ‘change the stakes that affect it’ because ‘the very act 
of counting is a specific form of viewing’ (Sætnan, Lomell & Hammer, 2011, p. 1).  As a 
social act, the very process of counting necessarily influences, indeed ‘creates,’ the world in 
which it is undertaken.  What is counted, what is omitted, who is involved and the 
categories and procedures developed and enacted all matter when seeking to understand 
the nature and effects of using numbers and statistics to make sense of the world.  Such a 
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process simplifies the world, thereby enabling a greater degree of control than would 
otherwise be the case: ‘Combined with similar observations, an overall, aggregate, synoptic 
view of a selective reality is achieved, making possible a high degree of schematic 
knowledge, control, and manipulation’ (Scott, 1998, p. 11).  
 
At the same time, this is not to dismiss the value and benefits of numeric data, that statistics 
and the societies brought into being by their development are simply fabrications ‘to be 
invented at will’ (Sætnan, Lomell and Hammer, 2011, p. 1).  Counting is a particular 
technology which provides beneficial perspectives and insights into and on the world.  It 
can interrogate other taken-for-granted assumptions or perspectives on the world, and 
influence productively how the social world is organized and orchestrated.  Consequently, it 
is perhaps most useful to manage, control and better understand how statistics are 
deployed, and to maintain a cautious regard for their possibilities, including the dangers of 
becoming beholden to them: 
 
[L]earning statistics needs to be about more than simply mastering the techniques of 
using the tool; it needs to be also about learning the power – sometimes even the 
danger – of that tool and learning to control it within social and ethical bounds, 
including learning when not to use it (Sætnan, Lomell and Hammer, 2011, p. 2). 
 
This process entails considerable struggle and contestation over what is of most value, of 
what really counts.  While various settlements come into being, these may be struggled over, 
and differentially experienced across socio-political/geographic sites.  These struggles 
revolve around what Sætnan, Lomell and Hammer (2011) describe as ‘centripetal’ forces, 
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which trend towards standardization of categorization of practices, and ‘centrifugal’ forces 
which problematise such categorization and standardization processes, effectively seeking 
to dismantle, reorient particular practices which give greater value to the local, the situated.  
The trend towards reliance upon the production of statistics on educational outcomes is an 
instance of centripetal forces at play, while resistance to such quantification of education is 
an example of more centrifugal forces.  Analysing teachers’ myriad responses in the context 
of the production of statistics of standardized measures of students’ literacy practices 
through the National Assessment Program for Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) in light 
of these centripetal and centrifugal forces not only provides grounded insights into how 
these concepts can be creatively and usefully employed, but reveals how these forces shape 
literacy assessment practices for teachers and students in complex and profound ways. 
 
Beyond statistics: English language learning, quality teaching and purposeful writing 
 
The literacy practices tested through standardized test instruments and subject to 
quantification and statistical analyses do not fully take into account the rich and diverse 
needs of students, nor adequately reflect the detailed and nuanced teaching approaches 
associated with robust literacy practices.  More productive or ‘quality teaching’ and 
assessment approaches, on the other hand, seek to provide students with intellectual quality 
experiences (higher order thinking, deep understanding, deep knowledge, substantive 
conversations) focused around ongoing exposure to intellectually demanding work (QSRLS, 
2001; Quality Teaching, 2003).  Such experiences have been found to provide beneficial 
learning experiences to English language/ESL learners, and to raise teachers’ expectations of 
students’ capacities and capabilities, even if take-up has not always been consistent or use of 
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metalanguage around quality teaching explicit (Hammond, 2008).  Indeed, even as teachers 
recognize the importance of explicit academic language use in their literacy practices, they 
struggle to consistently foster this in their classrooms.  Nevertheless, ‘supporting-up’ 
students, rather than simplifying curricula experiences, have characterized teachers’ 
approaches to the needs of ESL students (Hammond, 2008).  Through explicit scaffolding of 
the learning experiences in which students participate, students gain access to not only the 
content under investigation but also language to make sense of this content: ‘Students 
learned about language in the context of using language’ (Gibbons, 2008, p. 171).  
Importantly, this scaffolding entails providing students with experiences which challenge 
their current understandings but in such a way that students are expected to attain these 
new understandings and knowledge (Gibbons, 2002).  Schleppegrell, Greer and Taylor 
(2008) reveal how attention to literacy demands (through a functional literacy approach) 
enables enhanced academic learning and engagement (in this case, through the discipline of 
history).  However, and at the same time, Johnston and Hayes (2008) provide useful insights 
into how entrenched ‘survival-mode’ teaching practices are difficult to challenge with more 
‘quality teaching’ approaches, and that the learning of students in disadvantaged and multi-
lingual settings can be readily confined and constricted by dominant, didactic and 
conservative ‘worksheet’ teaching approaches.  Challenging the more ‘standard scripts’ of 
teaching in such schools is essential to promoting the sorts of extended learning experiences 
endorsed by Gibbons (2008; 2002).  
 
Parr and Limbrick (2010) reveal teaching approaches likely to lead to improved literacy 
capabilities and practices on the part of students include a committed focus upon formative 
assessment practices, the creation of classroom environments characterized by 
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purposefulness and meaningfulness, a sense of coherence and connectedness within and 
between lessons, and consistent and systematic monitoring of students’ understanding (and 
classroom practices more generally).  A sense of purposefulness, of writing for an audience, 
is paramount, and in contrast with the testing structures and prompts most frequently used 
in writing in English and literacy classes: ‘typical rubrics stress organization and mechanics; 
typical prompts are academic exercises of no genuine consequence; instruction typically 
makes the process formulaic rather than purposeful’ (Wiggins, 2009, p. 29).  Finally, teacher 
behaviours associated with improved student literacy learning include a myriad of 
individual, small-group and whole-class instruction, ongoing modeling, questioning and 
scaffolding (Topping & Ferguson, 2005). 
 
The Australian and Queensland policy context 
 
Since 2008, there has been a rapid escalation of the trend towards a nationally-based 
educational system in Australia.  The increasingly national agenda of the Council of 
Australian Governments (COAG), involving the Prime Minister, State Premiers and 
Territory Chief Ministers and a representative of Local Government, has contributed to a 
focus upon education as a key area of intervention, for largely economic reasons.  Relevant 
federal and State Ministers of education have taken carriage of this agenda, and through the 
COAG Reform Council, have set in place increased funding provision to the individual 
Australian states in return for greater accountability for students’ results, particularly in the 
areas of literacy and numeracy.  This increasing focus upon a national agenda for education 
has led to the development of a national curriculum, and assessment and reporting body – 
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the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) – to oversee 
these practices at a national level.  
 
As part of this process, the introduction of a National Assessment Program in Literacy and 
Numeracy – NAPLAN – has served as a key accountability instrument for the federal 
government to be able to measure and monitor demonstrable improvements in students’ 
academic results in the respective states and territories.  Furthermore, through a raft of 
‘National Partnerships’ (see Australian Government, 2011a; 2011 b; 2011 c) between the 
federal and state governments, various schemes have been introduced, including ‘incentive’ 
payments tying increased funding to improvements in students’ NAPLAN results.  
 
Since 2008, NAPLAN has been implemented in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 at all schools in Australia, 
and results provided on the ACARA ‘MySchool’ website from January 2010.  The website 
publishes results for every school in the country, including schools’ results in comparison 
with national averages and specified benchmarks of achievement.  For each school, the site 
also provides information about 60 ‘similar’ schools’ attainment, with like-schools isolated 
through the SES demographic indicator/instrument, the Index of Community Socio-
Educational Advantage.  In this way, and because of espoused links between teaching and 
test outcomes, national testing constitutes an important statistical site for interpreting, 
reinterpreting and comparing schooling practices. 
 
In Queensland, from which this research has been drawn, there has been a further 
concentration and focusing upon NAPLAN results in response to relatively poor outcomes 
in the initial round of tests conducted in 2008, compared with other Australian states.  The 
 10 
Queensland government’s response at the time led to the commissioning of Professor Geoff 
Masters, CEO of the Australian Council for Educational Research, to provide an overview of 
educational practices in the state, and resulted in a variety of recommendations, including 
more targeted test preparation for Queensland students.  Furthermore, and through 
National Partnerships funding, the state has invested heavily in teachers as Literacy and 
Numeracy ‘Coaches’, professional development more generally, ICTs, and has undertaken 
an audit of teaching and learning practices in Queensland schools (Queensland 
Government, Queensland Catholic Education Commission & Independent Schools 
Queensland, 2011).  At the same time, the role of learning support teachers has been 
realigned to focus explicitly upon literacy and numeracy, and schools have been involved in 
collecting a plethora of school-based related literacy and numeracy data to help inform 
decision-making at the school level, and as part of a broader focus upon measuring and 





To make sense of these national testing policies in context, this paper reveals the influence of 
NAPLAN upon literacy practices as described by teachers in a Prep-to-Year 10 school 
serving a small rural/remote community in northern Queensland.  Agriculture, fishing, 
mining and tourism constitute the primary industries in the area. The school has 
approximately 200 students, 20 teaching staff and several teacher aides and support 
personnel.  85% of students attending the school are Indigenous, and like many rural and 
remote schools, many teachers are within their first 5 years of teaching, and the school 
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struggles to retain experienced, long-term teachers. As a National Partnerships – Literacy 
and Numeracy school, the school also receives considerable additional funding to help 
support its focus upon literacy and numeracy, an emphasis with added urgency given the 
poor literacy and numeracy outcomes for Indigenous students in general, and particularly in 




The data reported in this research are based upon 20 interviews with teachers, teacher aides, 
school administrators and support personnel at the school site.  The school was one of 
several selected throughout the state as part of a broader project into teachers’ learning 
under current nationally-inflected globalized policy conditions, and which were deemed to 
be engaging in productive learning experiences with their students.   
 
Interviews were approximately 45 minutes duration, and undertaken at the school site, 
during school time.  Respondents were asked about the nature of their work and learning in 
the context of recent national and state policy reforms, and how this work and learning were 
shifting and changing in this context.  This included the influence of the Australian 
Curriculum, national testing (particularly NAPLAN), and the National Partnerships 
program.  This paper focuses upon teachers’ responses to NAPLAN, particularly in relation 
to literacy practices.  A summary report was provided to the school, and feedback sought.   
 
Interview transcripts were analysed for recurring, emergent themes (Shank, 2002), with an 
emphasis upon how literacy assessment practices were construed by teachers.  In keeping 
 12 
with Sætnan et al.’s (2011) emphasis upon the co-constructed nature of statistics and student 
learning, the data revealed how teachers focused upon numbers as evidence of student 
learning as well as critiques of the conflation of numbers and learning.  As part of this 
process, various ‘centripetal forces,’ which encourage standaridization of learning, and 
various ‘centrifugal forces,’ which focus more strongly upon local values, contexts and 
approaches, emerged from the data, were drawn out, and utilized to help makes sense of 
teachers’ work and learning under current policy conditions.  These insights were further 
interpreted in light of current understandings of the nature of quality and purposeful 
teaching practices, including in settings with significant proportions of ESL/EAL/D students 
 
Findings: Testing that counts 
 
While the research reported in this paper focuses upon literacy practices in the school, in 
particular, these were just one facet of teachers’ responses to a broader research project 
focused upon the nature of teachers’ learning practices in the context of current policy 
conditions in the Queensland context.  Other significant and strongly recurring themes 
within this specific school data set related to teachers’ learning associated with the 
implementation of the new national curriculum, ‘The Australian Curriculum’ (particularly 
the Queensland iteration – ‘Curriculum to the Classroom’), student attendance and 
engagement, the place of family and community, the significance of mentoring, the place 
and use of data more generally within the school, and the focus upon student behaviour 
practices.  Individual teachers’ responses determined specific follow-up questions.  Themes 
identified also reflected significant reforms within Education Queensland schools at the time 
of the interviews, and how these policy foci at the system level had pervasive effects within 
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individual schools.  Also, given the significant systemic pressure in Queensland for schools 
to improve NAPLAN results – a situation felt particularly acutely in this region as one of the 
poorest performing regions in the state – teachers’ consistent responses about the need to be 
responsive to this data (and associated forms of school-generated data) dominated 
discussions and teachers’ commentary.   
 
Within this broader data set, recurring themes pertaining to literacy practices and NAPLAN 
included teachers’ responses to the nature and use of NAPLAN data, as well as other data 
collected in the school, and some critiques of this data.  This theme tended to be more 
dominant than the second key theme reported in this paper, relating to discussions of more 
overt alternatives to a strong focus upon NAPLAN, although teachers’ elaboration of 
literacy practices beyond NAPLAN were sufficiently evident to warrant explication. 
 
NAPLAN data, other data, and critiquing data  
 
NAPLAN testing was having a direct impact upon teachers’ practices.  When asked whether 
and how NAPLAN influenced teaching practices, some teachers, including a relatively 
inexperienced (second year teacher) Learning Support teacher (Literacy and Numeracy), 
described how she was engaged in explicitly teaching about NAPLAN as a key part of her 
practice, and engaging in NAPLAN-like activities when working with students: 
 
This year I’m working with the English teacher; she does [Year] 7, 8, 9 English and I 
take a rotation. ...So we would actually have examples of NAPLAN-style 
comprehension tasks ... explicit strategies of how to attack a reading task; how to 
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answer comprehension questions; what they’re looking for; how they’re trying to 
trick you, that sort of thing.   
 
... And with Year 9, ... I was responsible for spelling. So I took the spelling rotation. 
Similar thing: we focussed on past NAPLAN words; ... some spelling strategies 
around those words. And then they’re all tested in NAPLAN style (Support Teacher 
(Literacy & Numeracy)). 
 
With those students who struggled the most, this included more perfunctory tasks, 
including how to fill out the answer sheet: 
 
With a few of the lower students, I even just helped out with filling out the form.  
This is how you do it; this is how you correctly shade in a bubble, because it sounds 
easy but it’s not always done (Support Teacher (Literacy & Numeracy)). 
 
Given the repeated reference to pressure upon schools within the region to improve 
NAPLAN results because of relatively low results in comparison with other regions in 
Queensland, such responses are perhaps not surprising.  However, attention to such 
perfunctory tasks was not common amongst respondents. 
 
For a few teachers, including a more experienced Year 5 teacher who had been at the school 
for approximately seven years (but who still had less than ten years’ teaching experience), 
NAPLAN testing was construed as valuable as part of a broad raft of numeric test data 
which was employed as a mechanism to support students’ learning: 
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But what we did at the start of that year, same thing.  You had all the data, you know 
from the previous teacher.  I did my own testing alright, used the tools you have here 
at school.  Found out where they were and focussed on their strengths and 
supported their weaknesses all the way through their learning. And we chew the 
results, and I was, I was very happy with that (Year 5 teacher). 
 
These tools included in-class diagnostic tests, school-supported spelling tests 
(Waddington’s; South Australian Spelling) as well as running records, and the use and 
collection of PM Benchmark data to determine students’ reading capacities. 
 
Also, a common theme amongst teachers was the utilization of observations of students’ 
daily work, and student work samples as evidence of their capacities and capabilities.  When 
asked to elaborate, some teachers spoke about the ongoing term-long C2C assessment tasks 
students produced during each unit as beneficial for ascertaining students’ literacy 
capacities, and how these helped inform their teaching practice.   One of the secondary 
English teachers described the strong and progressive engagement of her Year 10 students 
over one semester as they ‘rewrote’ Shakespeare’s Macbeth in their own ‘home-language’ 
and for their context.  She was able to gauge from students’ ongoing written work and 
capacity to explain the revised play how they were progressing, and was confident of their 
understandings of the themes and characterisation of the play as a result.  While many 
teachers struggled with NAPLAN, how it influenced their practice, and whether it provided 
sufficient information of value to inform their teaching, they simultaneously sought other 
means of ascertaining students’ capacities.  
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When asked about NAPLAN in relation to other data collected within the school, NAPLAN 
was described as part of a broader pool of data collected as evidence of learning.  A raft of 
numerical data was generated within the school and construed by some teachers as 
important evidence of students’ learning at particular points in time, and particularly by the 
school administrators: 
 
At the beginning of the year, [teachers] definitely have to do the running records or 
the PROBE reading tests.  We also have Waddington reading tests. There’s a spelling 
test1 which gives a spelling age. And the teachers all have to enter this data onto 
internal monitoring, which can be accessed by anyone in the school. And especially 
Admin.2 look at that (Support Teacher (Literacy & Numeracy)). 
 
However, and often unprompted, some teachers also pointed out the importance of other 
evidence of student learning beyond numeric data, such as student portfolios: 
 
We also keep folios which have all past work samples ... so if the internal monitoring 
doesn’t have the data that you need, because it’s mainly figures, if you want to see 
the student’s handwriting from last year, you can go grab the folio, open that up 
(Head of Department - Curriculum). 
 
                                                          
1 This was identified by several interviewees as the ‘South Australian’ spelling test. 
2 ‘Admin.’ – members of the school administration team (principal, deputy, Head of Curriculum) 
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In this way, not just ‘figures’, but other evidence of student learning, such as samples of 
student work, constituted part of what was construed as valid evidence of student learning, 
even if it was only the ‘figures’ which were deemed sufficiently important to be collected 
centrally as part of the internal school/system monitoring process.  However, and perhaps 
reflecting the dominance of more standardised measures, but also teachers’ relative 
inexperience ( - the Head of Department-Curriculum had only been teaching 7 years - ) and 
the need for more professional development in such areas, teachers were not forthcoming in 
elaborating in detail how in-class data they generated themselves, or samples of students’ 
work, for example, were employed to inform their teaching practice. 
 
NAPLAN clearly informed and influenced teaching practice, and together with other data 
collected within the school, was construed as providing insights into the diverse nature of 
students’ needs, and providing preliminary ‘baseline’ information about students’ progress 
to date.  This was a response particularly prevalent amongst the administrative team within 
the school: 
 
We use [data], I guess, to inform the teachers’ planning and to, I guess, try and give 
the teachers an understanding about the diverse needs of their students.  So that’s 
mainly the NAPLAN stuff and in preparation for the following NAPLAN.  We 
collect a lot of internal data  ...It gives you a starting point.  So [if] you’re new in the 
school or you’ve just taken over a class, you have a look at where last year’s results 
were and it gives you your baseline data (Principal). 
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At the same time, and more frequently across teachers’ responses across the school more 
generally, a more holistic approach was considered important: 
 
But I think you need to approach it with a holistic approach but don’t just go off the 
NAPLAN data but go off your own data plus give their own achievements with their 
assignments and assessment tasks (Learning Support Teacher (Literacy and 
Numeracy)). 
 
Yeah I don’t have a whole lot to do with NAPLAN because I’ve got Year 10s. So 
obviously I look; at the beginning of this year, I looked at their results from last year. 
But I spend more time looking at their internal monitoring. And I actually went up 
and spoke to the Year 9 teacher from last year and said, ‘This is what I’m thinking – 
what do you think?’ Because they obviously knew the kids better (English teacher, 
secondary). 
 
For many teachers, including this secondary English teacher with four years’ experience, on 
its own, NAPLAN was insufficient for informing teachers’ teaching about their students’ 
literacy practices more generally.   
 
At the same time, smaller number of teachers were overt in their criticism of NAPLAN 
because it was construed as not adequately testing students’ literacy practices in a 
substantive manner, and could be misleading.  However, such criticisms were also situated 
within some understanding of the nature of some elements of the test, particularly the 
writing task, which were considered to inform teaching approaches and enhance students’ 
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literacy practices moreso than other elements of the test which didn’t require students to 
elaborate their ideas and understandings:  
 
I know that there was a boy who has done exceptionally well in previous years 
because he can shade in a bubble.  He is severely intellectually impaired and has 
some of the best NAPLAN data. So that’s what NAPLAN teaches me.  It's a 
colouring in competition.  ... [However] in the writing, I see a lot of value. I don’t see 
any value in the comprehension like the reading comprehension test; it just doesn’t 
make sense to me. 
 
[In the writing task], the kids are given a stimulus item to write from, so you can 
actually see how they formulate ideas. You can learn a lot about how a kid 
understands a text purely based on how they structure a text: so whether they know 
about paragraphing; whether they know about full stops and other punctuation; 
whether they know about having a title.  So I think there's a lot more value in seeing 
how a kid can write and I kind of believe that how well a kid writes reflects every 
other area of their literacy learning; like how they spell is obviously going to come 
through in how they write.  The kind of ideas they have comes through in their 
writing.  And, I mean, that sort of shows you how broadly they read, or how much 
they know to actually write about, especially when they're given a stimulus and it 
says, well, write on demand. So I suppose that’s the value in the writing test for me 
(Year 7-8 teacher).  
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In this way, even as standardised testing was challenged, those elements construed as 
contributing to substantive teacher and student learning were validated as beneficial for 
improving students’ literacy.  However, and at the same time, such summative, ‘on-
demand’ writing tasks do not accord with evidence of improved literacy practices 
characterised by more authentic and purposeful writing, time to review and revise students’ 
writing, and ongoing formative assessments in supportive classroom environments (Parr & 
Limbrick, 2010).  Rather, such responses fit within more dominant literacy schooling 
practices in which writing is typically an ‘academic exercise of no genuine consequence’ 
(Wiggins, 2009, p. 29), and don’t accord well with the myriad of instructional practices 
associated with effective literacy teaching instruction (Topping & Ferguson, 2005).  That this 
Year 7-8 teacher was only in her third year of teaching is also significant, contributing to her 
having limited opportunities to develop a broader and deeper understanding of the nature 
of literacy assessment practices.    
 
Beyond standardised testing 
 
When asked to describe how they perceived the NAPLAN test in relation to students at their 
school, there was also a sense amongst several teachers that NAPLAN was not an accurate 
reflection of these students’ literacy practices because their experiences didn’t accord with 




I find that a lot of teachers, especially in the context that we are, in this environment, 
they don’t see it as relevant to our students up here in Northtown,3 so they don’t see 
it as a true reflection of what the kids can do.   
 
I actually took the Year 5 kids last week on the Wednesday and Thursday.  It was for 
their NAPLAN tests4, and I was a little disheartened looking at the students and 
because they know it’s a big test, there’s so much talk in the media and they hear 
everyone saying ‘NAPLAN’s coming up! It’s coming up!’ And then it arrives, and 
they’re just that overwhelmed that they’re just colouring in bubbles left, right and 
centre. They’re trying their best, but they’re not.  They’re not reading the questions ... 
I think it’s all very daunting for them. 
 
And I was looking at some questions. And from my experience with this child, I’m 
sure that if they were to sit down and look at this question, they would be able to get 
the right answer.  But I think with the whole hype of NAPLAN, they just seemed a 
little – they weren’t actually giving it their best work.  So I think it is a little bit 
difficult to gauge that as an indication of the student’s level (Learning Support 
Teacher (Literacy and Numeracy)). 
 
Furthermore, the omission of any reference to the national testing process amongst key 
literacy lead-teachers within the school is itself significant.  In describing her role, the 
important focus of attention for a designated ‘Literacy Leader and Language Teacher’ was 
                                                          
3 Pseudonym for the town within which the school was located. 
4 Serendipitously, the interviews at this school occurred the week following the NAPLAN test in May, 2012. 
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not NAPLAN results, but the actual language students were using, and that in a 
predominantly Indigenous school, this was not likely to be Standard Australian English: 
 
Also, a lot with the language – because it’s not really obvious about the language 
problems that some of the kids have. When they’re trying to speak and write 
Standard Australian English, they don’t actually know it.  So, some of it is to really 
show them what kids are saying, what kids are writing, and why. Like it’s not just 
because they don’t know what they’re doing, or because they’re lazy, or whatever.  
It’s because they’re actually, you know, using different language (Literacy Leader 
and Language Teacher). 
 
This shift beyond a focus upon standardised testing was also evident in the animated 
descriptions of teachers’ engagement with the Literacy Coach within the region.  While the 
work of the Coach seemed to be stimulated initially by NAPLAN, (and QCATs (Queensland 
Comparable Assessment Tasks5) – a state-wide initiative in Queensland to help promote 
improved assessment practices through focused teacher discussions about the quality of 
student work-samples across school sites) – her work broadened beyond such foci.  For a 
young teacher in her second year at the school (and third year as a teacher), the learning 
which occurred through engagement with the literacy coach was multifaceted, invaluable, 
and extended well beyond national testing: 
  
                                                          
5 QCATs were undertaken in Years 4, 6 and 8 in Queensland – alternate year levels to those engaged in 
NAPLAN testing. 
 23 
She was given to the NAPLAN classes during the first 2 terms and then for Term 3 
and Term 4, she was given to the QCAT classes, and because I had a Grade 6 class, 
she'd come up every 3 weeks and see me ... Well, we'd catch up on where the kids 
were at; we'd organise what she was teaching, or what she wanted to model. Like, 
straight away, she'd say to me, ‘Is there anything that you want me to show you how 
to do?’ And so I'd say, ‘Well, I want you to show me how to deconstruct a text. I 
want you to show me how to do joint writing or joint construction.’ So she was really 
flexible ...  At that time, I was really struggling. Like I didn’t know how to boost my 
kids’ literacy up, and that was one of the things I said to her.  I said, ‘Look, I need to 
get these kids to be able to read and to write and to spell. ... I was like, ‘It's my job to 
teach them how to do that, and I don’t know how!’ And she was like, just great. ... 
She taught me about how to actually run good literacy rotations ... And it would just 
work so well, and I think it was massively reflected in the kids. Their reading 
improved so much (Year 7-8 teacher).  
 
While such responses could be construed as reflecting teachers’ broader concerns not to 
speak about NAPLAN per se for fear of being critical in a performative, high-stakes context 
(improved NAPLAN results were tied to additional funding to the school), such responses 
also suggests that national standardised testing was just one facet of the learning undertaken 
by teachers, and the literacy practices enacted and experienced by students, and significant 
by its absence as much as its presence.   
 
Discussion: Testing and contesting literacy practices 
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Reflecting current literature on policy enactment, including concerns about the 
performativity surrounding quantitative measures of student achievement (Maguire, Braun 
and Hoskins, 2011a), the focus upon NAPLAN results has influenced educational practices, 
including, in part, literacy practices, and associated teacher and student learning in this 
school.   While teachers’ responses may be indicative of the lack of existing professional 
development to challenge older more traditional practices, on several occasions, teachers’ 
responses also reflect how the ‘problem’ constructed through the testing regime was one of 
how to monitor and maintain what was considered a basic level of literacy (and numeracy) 
for students in schools across the country as a whole.  The ‘solution’ was the implementation 
of large-scale, standardized tests across Australia to collect same-data for varied sub-
populations within the polity as a whole.  This is a large-scale, complex undertaking which 
necessitates a process of simplification – a ‘synoptic view of a selected reality’ (Scott, 1998, p. 
11).  This simplification, in turn, enables the collation of a whole-of-society snapshot of 
literacy practices throughout the country, a creation on the part of the state of its citizenry, as 
well as the ‘expectations, services, and so on, that bind them together’ (Sætnan, Lomell and 
Hammer, 2011, p. 2; emphasis original).  Also, rather than challenging embedded schooling 
literacy practices, such simplification processes are aided and abetted by the more typical 
‘teacher scripts’ which characterize schooling practices, including in disadvantaged and 
multi-lingual settings in which ‘survival mode’ strategies may make it difficult to enact more 
quality teaching approaches (Johnston & Hayes, 2008).  Furthermore, more typical and 
traditional professional development practices may exacerbate a focus upon such strategies, 
and fail to challenge, or be challenged by, testing practices.  
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By simplifying the world, enabling a greater degree of control (Scott, 1998), NAPLAN 
provides useful insights into at least some aspects of students’ understanding, at least as 
such understanding can be approximated into the form of a nation-wide, predominantly 
standardized test.  The process of producing quantitative measures of students’ learning in 
the form of national standardized test results produces statistical indicators of learning 
which are socially valued.  This is evident in the way in which the role of Support Teachers 
in Queensland has been aligned explicitly with the domains of literacy and numeracy, 
including as measured on NAPLAN, and reflected in the overt influence and valuing of 
NAPLAN results by the Support Teacher at the school as she explicitly ensured students 
were familiar with NAPLAN-style assessment practices.  This extended to ensuring high-
needs’ students were able to fill in the answer sheet properly – a perhaps extreme instance of 
the influence of norms surrounding standardized testing practices upon schooling practices, 
but perhaps not so far removed from more scripted approaches to teachers’ work more 
generally under challenging circumstances (Johnston & Hayes, 2008).  At the same time, 
such responses also reflect a schooling context in which many teachers were relatively new 
to their roles, and striving to improve their practices in a setting in which professional 
development opportunities were not always easily accessible or readily available. 
 
At the same time that this process of unification was undertaken, the homogenization which 
transpired, whether intended or otherwise, was also simultaneously challenged by those so 
constructed.  In this case, teachers were not only influenced by centripetal forces which 
trended towards standardization, and a consequently simplified categorization of practice, 
but they were also agents for centrifugal forces which challenged and contested this neat 
simplification process, and which sought to simultaneously dismantle such statist projects 
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and processes.  However, while there was some evidence of outright contestation, this in 
itself was not a simple process, instead reflecting the continued, multilayered influence of 
statistical processes and practices – in the case presented, concerns about the constitution of 
student learning as encapsulated within NAPLAN results and evident during testing 
procedures.  Such responses also reflected alternative concerns on the part of less 
experienced teachers to seek to improve their teaching practices, and to focus upon more 
immediate needs, as well as the systemic focus upon improving test results. 
 
The emphasis upon collecting and valuing other forms of data within the school reflects this 
tendency to simultaneously challenge but, at the same time, to remain influenced by broader 
statist processes which valued quantitative data, and any evidence of student learning 
which might be employed to further improve NAPLAN results.  The data collected – 
including records of PROBE tests, Waddington’s reading tests, and South Australian 
Spelling tests – were overwhelming numerical in nature.  And in a context of pressure for 
increased performance by Queensland schools (and particularly schools in northern 
Queensland), that these data were all quantitative measures of students’ literacy practices, 
and that they were surveiled closely alongside NAPLAN results, is perhaps not surprising.  
Again, teachers’ responses may also reflect the need for professional development in the 
school, and the relatively younger and/or inexperienced demographic professional profile of 
the school. 
 
However, this did not preclude the valuing of alternative evidence of student learning, and 
sometimes active and overt critique and criticism of more reductionist and discriminatory 
approaches which did not take into account the needs of those Indigenous students for 
 27 
whom Standard Australian English was a second (third, or fourth) language.  While 
statistical accounts of students’ learning may have been useful for some purposes, and 
valued by teachers, recognition was also given to the knowledges and understandings of 
these students, and the difficulties some students had in simply expressing their 
understanding in Standard Australian English – an assumed capacity embedded within 
standardized assessment instruments.   Such a stance reflects an understanding of the need 
to scaffold such learners (Gibbons, 2008), and a desire for more engaged, context-responsive 
quality teaching practices (QSRLS, 2001; Quality Teaching, 2003) rather than those 
associated with standardized testing instruments, and a desire to recognize students’ 
capacities, rather than to simply enact a prescribed script (Johnston & Hayes, 2008).   The 
example of students re-writing Macbeth in their own language and context also reveals a 
valuing of in-depth understanding, deep knowledge and active construction of knowledge 
which characterizes more productive/quality teaching practices (QSRLS, 2001; Quality 
Teaching, 2003).  Furthermore, active critiques of some elements of NAPLAN (such as some 
of the comprehension activities) and a valuing of those elements of the test, such as the 
writing task, construed as a stimulus for students to more genuinely display their literacy 
capacities, reflects a much more nuanced critique of such testing, and an understanding of 
the value of such instruments for the educational processes they can foster.  However, this is 
a complex process, given the limited value ‘on-demand’ writing task and the problems of 
authenticity and purpose (Parr & Limbrick, 2010; Wiggins, 2009) (as elaborated above). 
Nevertheless, a broader conception of teachers’ and students’ own learning beyond test 
scores reflects a centrifugal force which values substantive literacy learnings, at least to some 





While national testing can act as what Scott (1998) describes as a ‘state project of legibility 
and simplification’ (p. 9), how national testing actually plays out in relation to literacy 
practices in school settings is not necessarily easily or readily captured.  Sætnan, Lomell and 
Hammer’s (2011) notion of the tension between centripetal and centrifugal forces to account 
for the struggles over what really counts are useful for capturing some of the complexity 
which attends national testing.  However, the way in which such forces act simultaneously 
is not easily understood, but necessary for trying to make sense of such policy-in-practice.  
In their efforts to foster productive literacy and teaching practices for their students more 
generally, teachers in this particular school were both ‘produced by’ the focus upon statistics 
which swirled around NAPLAN, as well as sources of resistance to the inability of such data 
(and associated data) to show what students could really do.  This was a nuanced process 
involving teachers taking an active role in the stances they proffered (Ball, Maguire Braun 
and Hoskins, 2011b), sometimes proactively endorsing, sometimes accommodating, 
sometimes resisting and sometimes engaging in discourses which had nothing to do with 
national testing and the statistical ‘realities’ they privileged.  In this way, the research 
provides a productive way of understanding and researching teachers’ approaches to 
literacy practices under broader policy conditions which tend to privilege the abstract and 
the general over the situated and the local, and for cautioning against the simplistic 
constitution of literacy learning through the codification of numbers more generally.   
 
At the same time, the research also reveals the need for ongoing cautiousness about the 
value and validity of standardised testing processes, particularly in schooling settings 
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characterised by multiple complexities.  Such high-stakes testing practices do not reflect the 
necessarily situated, engaged, systematic, ongoing, authentic, connected, broad-ranging 
(individual, small-group and whole-class) literacy teaching practices which characterise 
more productive/quality literacy practices, particularly for English language/ESL students 
under challenging material conditions.  While recognising the existence of simultaneous 
antagonistic forces helps teachers better understand their work and learning, and how and 
why literacy teaching practices and associated teacher and student learning unfold as they 
do, such recognition also points to the need to ensure such testing practices are never 
allowed to dominate over these more purposeful practices.  Current research into effective 
literacy practices are much more beneficial, and should be drawn upon to help inform policy 
makers’ decisions about schooling and testing practices for ESL/EAL/D students, and 
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